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Thomas Moran, The West's Grandest·
Painter: A Review Essay of Anne
Morand's Thomas Moran: The Field
Sketches, 1856-1923 ( 1996)
WILLIAM H. GOETZMANN

The study of the English-born artist Thomas Moran and his multifarious works threatens to challenge the current Frederic Remington/Charley Russell "industries" in Western art. This is only appropriate since
Moran probably produced more art than either Remington or Russell.
The Gilcrease Institute in Tulsa, Oklahoma alone owns more than 2,000
Moran works. Historian Thurman Wilkins indicates that this amounts to
less than half of Moran's relentless production.' Thus, the rising tide of
Moran studies is indeed long overdue. For a long time, James Benjamin
Wilson's unpublished dissertation, "The Significance of Thomas Moran
as an American Landscape Painter" (Ph.D. dissertation, Ohio State University, 1955), stood as the primary work on Moran. Then in 1966 Wilkins
published his substantial biography, Thomas Moran: Artist ofthe Mountains, at about the same time that Moran's work was discussed intensively in this reviewer's Exploration and Empire. 2 A decade passed
before Thomas S. Fern's extensive catalogue, The Drawings and Watercolors of Thomas Moran (1837-1926), appeared with an exhibition of
the artist's works at the University of Notre Dame in 1976. 3 This was
followed after a decent' interval by Carol Clark's Thomas Moran: Watercolors of the American West. 4 Based on her dissertation, Clark's work
provided both a scholarly study and a catalogue raisonne of Moran's
watercolors. Like Fern's work, Clark's book reminded the art world that
Moran was more than just a painter of western canyons,the Yellowstone,
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and snowy crosses on western mountains. In 1986, the present reviewer
and his son, William N. Goetzmann, included Moran prominently as a
creator of "the West of the imagination" in a book of the same name that
accompanied a six-part television series shown world-wide. 5 At the same
time, Anne Morand and Nancy Friese of the Gilcrease Institute published a catalogue with the somewhat pretentious title, The Prints of
Thomas Moran in the Thomas Gilcrease Institute of American History
and Art, Tulsa, Oklahoma. 6 Another contribution to Moran scholarship
came in 1992, when the Smithsonian Institution Press published Joni
Kinsey's Thomas Moran and the Surveying ofthe American West, based
on her dissertation. 7 Now, Anne Morand again pursues Moran in Thomas Moran: The Field Sketches, 1856-1926, with an introduction by
former Gilcrease Director Joan Carpenter Troccoli. One might add that
the National Gallery ofArt plans a major exhibition of Moran's work and
a catalogue in September 1997.
The present work by Morand, beautifully produced with eightytwo color plates and an illustrated checklist offield sketches by Moran,
grew out of an in-house project that ultimately includes far more than
the Gilcrease collection, though it also runs over some of the same ground
as the now scarce works by Fern and Clark. The most interesting aspect
of Morand's new book is the reminder that Moran was more than just a
painter of the American West. He also sketched and painted English
scenes, Rome, Venice, and Mexico, as well as New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
Maine, and especially Long Island. Morand patiently follows him on all
these artistic journeys.
The most intellectually exciting part of the book, however, is Joan
Troccoli's "Introduction." She points out that Moran, being self-taught,
had a tendency to easily adopt styles from a whole range of artists,
whereas most students of Moran have written him off as a follower of
Joseph Mallord William Turner (177 5-1851), and perhaps that opaque
Romantic nature writer John Ruskin (1819-1900). Troccoli has Moran in
what she shrewdly terms "an eclectic age" influenced by Dutch landscapists, John Constable (1776-1837), Jean-Baptiste-Cami lle Corot
(1796-1875), Eugene Delacroix (1798-1863), Edward Lear (1812-1888),
Claude Lorrain (1600-1682), and George Inness (1825-1894) as well as
Turner's art and Ruskin's pre-Raphaelite prose. s Undoubtedly there were
other artists, such as Thomas Cole (1801-1848), Frederick E. Church
(1826-1900), James Hamilton (1819-1878), N.C. Wyeth (1882-1944), William H. Holmes (1846-1933), and John Martin (1789-1854), as well as the
Venetian masters such as Canaletto (1697-1768), who influenced Moran.
The camera, as wielded by William H. Jackson (1843-1942), John K. Hillers (1843-1925), and Timothy H. O'Sullivan (1840-1882) was another
self-admitted influence-attesting to Moran's good sense in not hesitating to use photographs. 9 Moran was also forthright in citing Emile
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Zola's definition of art as "nature seen through a temperament."IO In
1879, Moran declared "I place no value upon literal transcripts from
Nature .... all my tendencies are toward idealization."ll Though he
went along on western exploring expeditions led by F. V. Hayden to
Yellowstone and John Wesley Powell through the Grand Canyon and
the Southwest, Moran was no documentary artist. It was Holmes who
made his documentary art images of grandeur that may well surpass
those of Moran for anyone au courant with the close relationship of
western landscapists and the emergence of modern science. It was
Holmes, for example, who pointed out and painted the great laccolith or
doming that formed the Unita Mountains and that later explained the
whole structure of the formation of the Colorado Plateau and the Grand
Canyon, while Moran's paintings of the Grand Canyon were merely elegant renditions useful to promoters of the Santa Fe Railroad. 12
. This should not, however, devalue Moran's great paintings of both
the Grand Canyon and the Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone, as well as
the splendid watercolor renditions of Yellowstone's geyser pools and
the monumental portrayafs of the bluffs along the Green River made
accessible to thousands in Louis Prang's masterful chromolithographs. 13
Indeed, Moran's view of Yellowstone's Grand Canyon, whether he knew
it or not, revealed the whole Yellowstone landscape with the doming,
uplifting, volcanic chimneys, and the implied titanic explosion that blew
the surface off the top of that particular part of the region. Morand,
perhaps more than Troccoli, points up Moran's Ruskinian sensitivity to
geology, but clearly he was no documentarian even in his sketches. The
whole corpus of his work exudes the idea of wonderlands, fairy tales,
castles (a link to N.C. Wyeth), a~d, above all, the West of the imagination-Mount of the Holy Cross and all. Troccoli interestingly attests to
this when she contrasts Moran's haunted, dark, and even ghostly paintings of decayed Rome with his luminous, colorist, "ecstasy of the
explorer's first glimpse of an unexpected new world."'4
Was Moran a Western painter? Of course. He created a western
wonderland all by himself (with the help of a few photographers). He
was also much more. He was one ofthe grandest romantic painters in an
age of Romanticism whose work endures today-transcending all the
ages of Modernism that have more recently passed before us. One has
only to look forward to the National Gallery's forthcoming blockbuster
Moran exhibit that sadly enough will not be seen in the environs of
either Yellowstone or the Grand Canyon.
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